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INTRODUCTION

and is a municipality’s most basic resource. The use of land deter-

mines to a large extent the character and quality of life within the

community. The rate, location and type of growth, and protection of
unique features affect not only the municipality’s physical appearance but
also its need for public services and facilities. A municipality that plans wisely
for its land use will be far better equipped to anticipate and deal with future
demands and problems. The master plan provides a fundamental planning
tool to help a community meet the challenge of making sound decisions re-
lated to its development.

The master plan is both a reference and policy document. It contains appro-
priate maps, charts and supporting text, which present the recommendations
of the planning board, and offers guidelines for community decision makers.
The plan should be the most complete source of information about current
conditions and trends within the municipality. By developing coordinated
policies within the master plan and addressing such topics as future develop-
ment, transportation, environmental protection, community facilities, and
fiscal management, the plan should help a community meet change respon-
sibly, guiding its growth in an orderly, constructive manner. As stated in RSA
674:2: “The purpose of the master plan is to set down as clearly and practi-
cally as possible the best and most appropriate future development of the
area under the jurisdiction of the planning board, to aid the board in design-
ing ordinances that result in preserving and enhancing the unique quality of
life and culture of New Hampshire, and to guide the board in the perform-
ance of its other duties in a manner that achieves the principles of smart
growth, sound planning, and wise resource protection. ”’

Preparation of a master plan is the major responsibility of the planning board
(RSA 674:1), and it should serve as an aid to the planning board in the per-
formance of its other duties (RSA 674:2). The board may elect to undertake
the job itself or may engage professional assistance in completing some or all
of the planning elements.

CONTENT OF THE PLAN

community. The determination of what is needed in the plan should
be based, in part, on past experience, estimates of change in the com-

T he actual content of a master plan may vary from community to
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For more information on the
planning process see:

Preparing a Master Plan for
Your Community is an inter-
active CD-ROM, accompanied
by a supporting handbook, to
assist New Hampshire commu-
nities with their planning efforts.

Please contact Southern New
Hampshire Planning Commis-
sion to request a copy of the

CD-ROM for your community.

munity’s overall economic base and future population, as well as the capability
of land to support both future development and community facilities to meet
the demand of future population. As set forth in RSA 674:2 “The master plan

shall be a set of statements and
land use and development prin-
ciples for the municipality with
such accompanying maps, dia-
grams, charts and descriptions
as to give legal standing to the
implementation ordinances and
other measures of the planning
board. Each section of the mas-
ter plan shall be consistent with
the others in its implementation
of the vision section.”

Also, RSA 674:3-111 states “...
the board shall inform the gen-
eral public and the Office of
Energy and Planning (OEP) and
regional planning commissions
and solicit public comments re-
garding the future growth of the
municipality in order to involve
citizens in the preparation of the
master plan in a way which is
most appropriate for the mu-
nicipality.”

THE PLANNING PROCESS

RSA 674:2 states: “The master plan shall
include, at a minimum, the following re-
quired sections:”

e Vision Section
e Land Use Section

“The master plan may also include the
following sections:”

e Transportation

e Community Facilities

e EHconomic Development
e Natural Resoutrces

e Natural Hazards

e Recreation

e Utility and Public Service
e Cultural and Historic Resoutces
e Regional Concerns

e Neighborhood Plan

e Community Design

e Housing Section

e Implementation Section

he master planning process generally consists of five steps. These are:

e Visioning;

e Data collection and inventory;
o Data analysis and evaluation;
e Plan preparation and recommendations; and,

¢ Plan implementation.

Primary Data Collection - The Visioning Process

Upon its decision to prepare or amend a master plan, the planning board
must establish the direction in which it wishes to proceed. What are the most
commonly held community values? Does the community desire economic
growth? Does the community desire to conserve open space? These and
many other questions may be answered, through the use of a community
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opinion poll or survey, focus groups, a community
profile, or a workshop. The visioning process in-
cludes taking a look at where the community is today
and where the community wants to be in the future.
Keep in mind that the purpose of any visioning proc-
ess is to help define the guiding principles and priori-
ties for your master plan and the resulting regulations
and ordinances. Deciding how to approach the vi-
sioning process should not be taken lightly; a well-
planned process will ensure that the master plan is
understood and accepted by the community. Here
are some general guidelines on different techniques to
involve the public. These are not independent ap-
proaches; using a combination of these techniques
may work for your community.

Survey/Questionnaire: There are several methods for undertaking a survey
to ascertain community attitudes and characteristics. These range from ad-
ministering a door-to-door questionnaire survey to developing a survey
which could be mailed out, hand delivered with a mail return, delivered
through the schools or local establishments, or available on a website. The
important aspect of this process is to assure that the survey is properly de-
signed (e.g. that the answers are in response to the right ques-tions), and that
the sample size is sufficient to assure that the results truly reflect the goals,
interests, and needs of the residents of the municipality. OEP keeps sample
surveys on file and can direct a community to other sources for assistance.

Community Workshop or Profile: In order to plan for the community, it is

essential that the planning board determine the density of development, the
distribution of the residents on the land, family characteristics, employment,
and resident attitudes concerning future needs and expectations. This type
of information can be collected during a workshop or community profile
process. UNH Cooperative Extension can offer assistance with community
profiles and OEP can provide information on the community workshop
process.

Focus Groups/Public Forum: These techniques can also be used to collect
public input on the master plan. Small focus groups can supplement other
strategies when you want to be sure that you are covering a specific issue or
concern fully. Generally speaking, they can be structured as invitation only to
certain stakeholders and stay focused on a certain topic or a specific aspect
of the master planning process. If you do open up the focus groups to every-
one, you always want to make sure that certain key individuals are specifically
invited. They are best used to brainstorm specific elements of the master
plan. Information meetings or public forums about the master plan are also
key to this entire process. You want to educate people about the process,
show that you want the process to be open and emphasize that everyone’s
input is important.

UNH Cooperative Extension
200 Bedford Street (Mifl #3)
Manchester, NH 03101

Phone. 1-877-398-4769

Web: http.//extension.unh.edu/
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GRANIT
www.granit.sr.unh.edu
Complex Systems Research
Center

University of NH

39 College Road

Durham, NH 03824

Tel.: (603) 862-1792
www.csrc.sr.unh.edu

State Data Center (OEP)
www.nh.gov/oep/programs/
DataCenter/index.htm

Office of Energy and Planning
Tom Duffy, Senior Planner
Tel.: (603) 271-2155

NH Department of
Employment Security
www.nhes.state.nh.us

NH Department of

Transportation
www.nh.gov/dot/index.htm

NH Office of Energy and Planning

Visual Preference Survey: A good “ice breaker” for any public input session

is a discussion on visual preferences for your community - What do people
like or dislike about their community? This is the perfect opportunity to get

Remember to always
bring food into what-
ever meeting, work-
shops and/or gather-

creative. Hand out cameras and ask participants
to take pictures of their likes and dislikes, collect
the photos and schedule a follow-up meeting.
This is a good stimulation early on in the process
to get the public involved and interested in any

ing you plan!
YA follow-up discussions.

Data Collection and Inventory

1.

Base Mapping: The planning effort should include the preparation of a
set of base maps upon which to include geographically referenced data.
The maps should include, at a minimum, a municipality-wide map at a
scale of 1,000 to 2,000 feet to the inch, and a map or maps of built up
areas at 100 to 200 feet to the inch. Data for this activity is available
through GRANIT, New Hampshire’s Statewide Geographic Information
System.

Land Use Survey: Using aerial photographs, field survey, or other
sources, lo-cate all natural and man made features such as residential,
commercial, and indus-trial land uses on the base map. The base layers
for this activity are available through GRANIT.

Environmental Inventory: Using USGS topographic sheets, Natural Re-
source Conservation Service (NRCS) soil data, and other information
from state and federal agencies, delineate soil types, wetlands, floodplain
drainage basins, slopes, and related information that might be useful in
determining the ability of a particular piece of land to handle develop-
ment. Data for this activity is also available through GRANIT.

Population Survey: From data available from the US Census, regional
planning agencies, OEP and/or from field work, prepare maps, charts or
graphs show-ing population growth, composition, and distribution.

Economic Survey: From data available from the regional planning agen-
cies, OEP and/or the NH Department of Employment Security, assem-
ble data trends on employment and business and industrial areas.

Housing Survey: Using data gathered as part of the land use survey and
the US Census, assemble data on the quality, quantity, and location of
housing within the municipality.

7. Street Survey: From information ac-

quired from the land use survey, the local

= road agent or engineer, the NH Department

© % of Transportation or GRANIT, develop a

map which indicates the classification of

“« streets and bridges by type, width, construc-
tion, and condition.
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8. Public Buildings and I.ands Survey: From information gathered as part of
the land use survey and local officials, determine the type, capacity, loca-
tion, and condition of the town hall, schools, library, parks, fire sta-tion,
police station, and other public buildings.

9. Utility and Public Services Survey: From information gathered as part of
the land use survey and from local officials, determine the type, capacity,
location and condition of water, sewage disposal, solid waste disposal,
telecommunications, and other facilities.

Data Analysis and Evaluation

When the collection of facts has been assembled, the planning process moves
into the data analysis and evaluation phase - what do the facts mean? Evalua-
tion of natural resources might show that the land most suited to develop-
ment is also the best farmland. Evaluation of the community facilities and
services data might show that the municipal water supply system will reach
capacity in five years if present growth continues. Facts and trends should be
compared with the community’s goals and objectives - is the community
moving in the desired direction? If it is, how can positive trends be rein-
forced? If it is not, how can the trends be altered?

Population: Review population growth over time and prepare projections for
the period of the plan.

Economic: Review the economic data and develop projections based on an
analysis of the trends relative to the type and extent of economic growth that
can be expected. This analysis should include a review of municipal revenues
and tax burden.

Public Facilities: Review each set of data acquired relative to public facilities
and determine the expected life of each based on the population projections
prepared under this section.

Environmental: Evaluate the natural ability of the soils and other environ-
mental factors to handle development. This will include analysis of slopes,
soils, floodplains, wetlands, presence of prime agricultural soils, erosion and
sedimentation characteristics, and re-lated information important to the mu-
nicipality.

Plan Preparation

At this point in the planning process, the preparation of the master plan
should follow the sections outlined in RSA 674:2. This is not meant to imply
that sections cannot be completed in the order and format that is most appro-
priate to the needs of the municipality, or that additional sections could not
be added. The actual content of the master plan will depend upon the in-
dividual municipality.

Vision: This mandatory section serves to direct the other sections of the plan.
This section must contain a set of statements that articulate the desires of
the community, not only for their locality, but for the region and the
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whole state. It must contain a set of guiding principles and priorities to
implement that vision.

Land Use: This section translates the vision statements into physical terms.

Based on a study of population, economic activity, and natural, historic,
and cultural resources, it must show existing conditions and the proposed
location, extent, and intensity of future land use based upon all the fol-
lowing sections.

The master plan may also include the following sections:

Transportation: This section considers all pertinent modes of transportation

Community Facilities: This section identifies fa-

and provides a framework for both adequate local needs and for coordi-
nation with regional and state transportation plans. Suggested items to be
considered may include but are not limited to public transportation, park
and ride facilities, and bicycle routes and paths.

cilities to support the future land use pattern,
meet the projected needs of the community,
and coordinate with other local governments'
special districts and school districts, as well as
with state and federal agencies that have
multi-jurisdictional impacts.

Economic Development: This section proposes actions to suit the commu-

nity's economic goals, given its economic strengths and weaknesses in the
region.

Natural Resources: This section identifies and inventories
critical or sensitive resources in the local community and
also identifies those shared with abutting com-munities. This
section provides a factual basis for any land development
regulations that may be enacted to protect natural areas. A
key component in preparing this section is to identify any
conflicts between other elements of the master plan and
natural resources, as well as conflicts with plans of abutting
communities. The natural resources section of the master
plan should include a local water resources management and
protection plan as specified in RSA 4-C:22.

Natural Hazards: This section documents the physical characteristics, sever-

NH Office of Energy and Planning

ity, frequency, and extent of any potential natural hazards to the commu-
nity. It should identify those elements of the built environment at risk
from natural hazards as well as the extent of present and future vulner-
ability that may result from current zoning and development policies.
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Recreation: This section identifies existing rec-
reation areas and addresses future recrea-
tion needs.

Utility and Public Service: This section analyzes
the need for and shows the present and fu-
ture general location of existing and antici-
pated public and private utilities, both local and regional, including tele-
communications utilities, their supplies, and facilities for distribution and
storage.

Cultural and Historic Resources: This section defines cultural
and historic resources and strategies or tools to protect
them for rehabilitation or preservation.

Regional Concern: This section describes the specific areas in the municipality
of significant regional interest. These areas may include resources wholly
contained within the municipality or bordering, or shared, or both, with
neighboring municipalities. Items to be considered may include but are
not limited to public facilities, natural resources, economic and housing
potential, transportation, agriculture, and open space. The intent of this
section is to promote regional awareness in managing growth while fulfill-
ing the vision statements.

Neighborhood Plan: This section focuses on a specific geographical area in a
municipality that includes substantial residential development. This sec-
tion is a part of the local master plan and must be consistent with it. No
neighborhood plan can be adopted until a local master plan is adopted.

Community Design: This section is in-
tended to identify positive physical

attributes in a municipality and pro-
vide design goals and policies for
planning in specific areas to guide
private and public development.

Housing: This section assesses local housing conditions and projects future
housing needs of residents of all levels of income and ages in the munici-
pality and the region as identified in the regional housing needs assess-
ment performed by the regional planning commission pursuant to RSA
36:47, II. The housing section integrates the availability of human ser-
vices with other planning undertaken by the community.
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NH Regional Planning
Commissions

North Country Council
(603)444-6303

Lakes Region Planning
Commission
(603) 279-8171

Upper Valley Lake Sunapee Re-
glonal Planning Commission
(603) 448-1680

Central New Hampshire
Regional Planning Commission
(603) 226-6020

Southwest Region Planning
Commission
(603) 357-0557

Southern New Hampshire
Planning Commission
(603) 669-4664

Nashua Regional Planning Com-
mission
(603) 883-0366

Strafford Regional Planning
Commission
(603) 742-2523

Rockingham Planning
Commission
(603) 778-0885
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Implementation: This section is a long-range action program of specific ac-
tions, time frames, allocation of responsibility for actions, description of
land development regulations to be adopted, and procedures which the
municipality may use to monitor and measure the effectiveness of each
section of the plan.

E. Plan Implementation

Without implementation the master plan has no value. Therefore, the success
of a master plan in shaping future growth patterns and influencing public pol-
icy decisions is dependent upon the degree to which the plan is actually car-
ried out by those responsible for its implementation. The last section of the
plan consists of recommendations for the codes, ordinances, regulations, or
amendments to existing codes and ordinances, which are considered neces-
sary to assure that the plan is carried out or implemented. Such proposals or
recommendations may include a zoning ordinance, subdivision regulations,
site plan review, capital improvements program, and capital budget.

However, codes and ordinances are not the only means available to imple-
ment a plan. Land acquisition, construction of roads, schools, and other pub-
lic buildings, controlling highway access, and construction of public water and
sewer service, to name a few, all play a part in bringing about the community
envisioned in the master plan. Public education related to these topics and
the vision of the community as a whole is a key component of implementa-
tion. Consider developing a creative outreach document that provides a sum-
mary of the master plan’s key components. This can be accomplished with a
poster or a colorful newspaper insert. It’s your plan so get it out there for all
to see!

Plan Adoption and Review

The master plan is adopted or amended by a majority
vote of the planning board after appropriate public
hearing(s) (RSA 674:4). Copies of the adopted master
plan must be filed with the city or town clerk (RSA
676:0, II) and with OEP (675:9).

D)

=\

~Zezy

Time requirements for amending or updating the master plan are now well
defined in RSA 674:3-11, which states “revisions to the plan are recommended
every 5 to 10 years.”

In conclusion, the importance of a master plan cannot be emphasized too
strongly. The statute makes it clear that a master plan is required before a
capital improvements program can be authorized and formulated (RSA
674:5), and a municipality, pursuant to RSA 674:18, is not permitted to adopt
a zoning ordinance until after the planning board has adopted at least the vi-
sion and land use sections of the master plan. It is more important, however,
that planning board members become convinced of the essential need of the
master plan as the foundation for good land use planning and its relationship
to good land use regulations.
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SOME FINAL POINTERS ON MASTER PLANS

1. Use the master plan process to build community consensus and resolve
conflicting interests.

2. Recruit, recruit, recruit! Use your planning board alternates, find volun-
teers, and build as many stakeholders as you can.

3. Assign a committee to just work on outreach - newsletters, web site, press
releases. Keep the master plan in the news.

4. Try to meet deadlines and keep them realistic.

5. Take advantage of the amazing number of resources out there, but, in the
end, do what makes sense for your community.

6. If you hire a consultant, be clear on what tasks you want a consultant to
assume.

7. Keep the master plan alivel It needs to be used if it is going to be rele-
vant. Think about creating a poster highlighting a few key points and dis-
play it in your public buildings.

8. Ask the planning board (perhaps the alternates) to prepare an annual re-

port on the master plan.

9. And, finally, a good master plan is never finished!

WHAT MAKES A GOOD MASTER PLAN?

1. It presents essential data, but not too much. Keep all your back-up data in
a separate appendix to keep the master plan user friendly.

2. It communicates a sense of place and an understanding of what is special
about your community.

3. It puts forward goals and objectives that are capable of being translated
into specific policies and actions. Avoid goals that are so general that they
cannot be interpreted or applied in practice.

4. It translates these goals and objectives into implementation so that there
is clear direction to the community on what needs to be done to imple-
ment the master plan.

5. It comes out of a process that solicits public input from a wide range of
citizens and stakeholders, and describes the process that was used in pre-
paring the plan.

6. It strives to balance development needs against the need to conserve and
protect environmental resources.

7. It describes alternative futures and the likely consequences of alternative
courses of action.

8. It tells a story and is interesting. It explains how the community is chang-
ing and what it will be like in the future if present trends continue.
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OFFICE OF ENERGY AND PLANNING - TECHNICAL BULLETINS
Available on the OEP website at: www.nh.gov/oep/resourcelibrary/TechnicalBulletins.htm OR by
calling the office at 603-271-2155.

Community Profile Project
(Revised 2001)

Formulating a Water Resources Management & Protection Plan
(Winter 1992)

Land Use and Transportation
(Fall 2005)

Master Planning
(Summer 2003 - Updated Spring 2007)

Outdoor Lighting
(Summer 2001 - Updated Spring 2007)

Planning for Wireless Telecommunications
(Spring 2001 - Updated Spring 2007)

Preservation of Scenic Areas and Viewsheds
(Spring 1993)

Preserving Rural Character: The Agriculture Connection
(Winter 2000)

Roads - Guidance on Design, Construction and Approval for Local Planning Boards
(1998)

Tax Increment Financing
(Winter 2001 - Updated Spring 2007)

Wetlands Mitigation/Restoration Issues
(Spring 1988)

What is a Forested Floodplain?
(Spring 2001)
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